Abstract
In defence of Rushdie's right to write, members of WAF asserted their own right to speak for themselves, to gender equality within communities, to diversity in religious practice and interpretation, to syncretism over purity, and to the right to question religious authority. For the Rushdie affair had brought to the fore an array of so-called community leaders, almost all male and many with dubious pasts in the Indian subcontinent, who used the moment to carve out a radical presence within the public sphere in Britain. They posed as representatives of minority immigrant communities, Britain's racialised others who were under attack in Thatcher's Britain. Indeed, some of the mainstream media coverage of the anti-Rushdie demonstrations portrayed the protestors as barbaric while some others likened them to Nazis, even as the National Front launched its own racist and xenophobic attacks on Asian communities. 1 As South Asian fundamentalist community leaders came to dominate the public terrain and accrued legitimacy as 'representatives' of their communities, feminist activists saw a different power situation emerging, caught as they were between British racism and their own communities' social conservatism and growing fundamentalism. Many of the male voices to emerge in the wake of the Rushdie affair belonged to those who practiced profound gender conservatism, and whose idea of a pure culture and religion untarnished by the so-called 'West' while living in it was centrally organized around the idea of women as bearers of tradition. Those women who did not conform to their conservative vision were ostracized, demonised, and even killed. Moreover, these dominant voices, that also included second-generation Asian men who had participated in anti-racist movements, left no space to question or to dissent from the sexual norms and mores that governed these right-wing religious political mobilisations that were now curiously coalescing with seemingly progressive anti-racist positions, united in their understanding of women as objects of protection.
The founding of WAF was premised on the understanding that the form of gender politics that was laid bare during the Rushdie affair was not unique to Muslim communities, and that WAF's work had to focus on fundamentalism as a rising powerful force within all religions. 2 For at the same time, a similar consolidation of fundamentalist tendencies was gaining ground globally. In the United States of America, a resurgent Christian fundamentalism focused attention on the teaching of evolution in schools and consolidated its assault on gay and lesbian movements, women's right to abortion, and other issues that were becoming central to the 'culture wars' of the '80s and '90s, with the close association of the Christian Coalition, Moral Majority and other groups with the Republican Party. The Christian right was also perpetrating attacks on reproductive rights in Ireland and elsewhere, while Hindu fundamentalism's rise led to its social and political consolidation in India from the late 1980s via the propagation of a vision of retrograde womanhood in the service of Hindu nationalism. There the renewed popularisation of the image of 'bharat mata', or the Indian nation as woman, led to a reinforcement of the idea that Hindu women need to be protected from rapacious Muslim 'outsiders' (Sarkar, 2001; Mazumdar, 1992) . The Hindu supremacist mobilization that took place from the late 1980s onwards for the first saw time included substantial participation by Hindu women as activists for the cause of the Hindu nation (Sarkar and Butalia, 1993 ).
Thus, WAF defined religious fundamentalism as a modern political movement and ideology seeking to consolidate power either within or in opposition to the state. In this, WAF made a crucial distinction between religious fundamentalism and religious observance, which it saw as a matter of personal choice. From its perspective, individuals have every right to follow any religious faith of their choice, or not to have faith at all, as long as their faith does not impinge on a gender just public space. On this view, it is secularism that offers the strongest guarantee of equality, of justice, and of equal access to the public, while leaving space for individual religious belief and unbelief.
Two and a half decades later…
Two and a half decades after WAF was first formed, we launch Feminist Dissent.
The publication of the journal comes at a time when fundamentalism has spread its tentacles even deeper into our social and political lives and spaces. by large numbers of Muslims, to the extent that some politicians in "Fortress Europe" have resorted to exploiting the threatening idea of "Eurabia", the image of a Europe swamped by "Arab" migrants (Ferguson, 2004) . The recent victory of the Brexit referendum in the UK has further exacerbated anti-immigrant sentiment and has unleashed racism and xenophobia on a large scale (Khaleeli, 2016) .
Disturbing alliances
The consolidation of fundamentalism globally at the same time as there is increasing control of borders and migration, often along race and class lines, and Varma, Dhaliwal, and Nagarajan. Feminist Dissent 2016 (1) , pp. 1-32 8 of a worldwide financial crisis that spurred a wave of austerity measures across the globe, has exposed a deep chasm in progressives' thinking about gender and race, together, as deeply articulated and intersectional, blurring the lines between anti-imperialism and a defence of minority authoritarianism (Tax, 2013) .
Sukhwant Dhaliwal and Nira Yuval-Davis (2013) describe the 'contradictory pressures' that WAF historically faced, and that anti-fundamentalist and antiracist feminists everywhere have to confront today. They write: 'on the one hand (it/they) is/are faced with a growing majoritarian politics of belonging that is exclusionary and often anti-Muslim, and draws on either civilizational or Christian fundamentalist discourses. On the other hand, it is confronted by an undercutting of secular and other emancipatory movements by fundamentalist absolutist and authoritarian political projects in all religions. What's more, these latter projects are also connected to a growing identity politics among some minorities (especially but not only Muslims) that often utilize human rights and antiimperialist discourses. All of this is taking place within a local and global crisis of neoliberal political economy and a securitarian "war on terrorism"' (8) .
In taking such a complex stand, feminists struggling for secular public spaces have often been accused of fuelling racism and imperialism, and of being 'western', deracinated secularists (Oza, 2011; Kumar, 2014) . These are accusations that continue to be levelled against activists, particularly women, who fight against fundamentalism and for the realisation of rights. Indeed, the voices of activists fighting against fundamentalist forces and state actions, often at the same time, continue to be marginalised from public discussion. Debate, particularly around violent extremism, often follows simplistic lines of being for human rights/ against racist policies, practices and discourse or for security and protection of civilians. This journal aims to redress this imbalance, providing Since the US-UK led invasion of Iraq and the 'war on terror', there has been a significant resurgence of interest in the power of western states. Academic responses to these issues have, on the whole, tended to highlight the instrumentalisation of rights-based frameworks, the hypocrisy of nation states, and a critique of the civilizational, imperialist and racist presumptions at the heart of these developments. However, it is curious that little has been said by antiracist and feminist academics on fundamentalism. Prominent feminist theorists seem to have been significantly moved by the 'war on terror', but they have turned away from secularism and validated religious political formations. They seem more fascinated by women's participation in religious political mobilisations and immersion in religious identity politics than the impact of fundamentalism on women and sexual minorities (see, for instance, Aune et al, 2008; Brown, 2008; Butler, 2008; Braidotti, 2008; Bracke, 2008; Contractor, 2012; Fadil, 2011; Mahmood, 2005; Razack, 2005 Another problematic that is not that dissimilar to the Bush-Blair years and that has proved divisive among the international Left is the role of international intervention (Achcar, 2015; Prashad, 2016 (Kumar, 2012; Kundnani, 2015) . Muslim men and women challenging fundamentalism are placed in the double bind of being burdened by right wing assimilationist pressures to challenge fundamentalism within their communities and a simultaneous criticism by left wing forces for pandering to state agendas and imperialism when they do so.
The Culture Wars
The onwards has sought to constrain and re-shape gender relations and matters of sexuality. Many of the earlier customs are now seen as transgressive, with charges of zina (criminalising sex outside marriage) being levelled at so-called perpetrators as women's sexuality is increasingly viewed as a source of immorality (Pereira, 2005) . These social shifts are linked to the radicalisation of northern Nigerian Islam through its contact with zealous and fundamentalist Islamic sects in other parts of the world from the 1970s onwards, leading to more puritanical and stricter interpretations that had previously been played down (Best, 2001) .
UK Context
In the UK context -the place where Feminist Dissent is founded and based-many Association are suggesting that religious identification and practice are on the decline while the view that religion should not play a significant role in the public sphere -in welfare services, political life and the state -is gathering pace Voas and Crockett, 2005; Voas, 2013; Woodhead, 2016) . tackling 'radicalisation' (for instance Beaumont, 2009; Blond, 2010; Bretherton, 2010; Chapman 2012 , Dinham, Furbey & Lowndes 2009 , Dinham, 2009 Dinham et al, 2006; Farnell, 2001; Glasman 2008 and Jawad, 2012 to name just a few). Any critical tendencies within this expansive body of knowledge are limited to accusations that the state is instrumentalising religious belief for its own gains.
Very little has been said about the specific implications for women, for sexual and racialized minorities of the new multifaithism and /or the ways in which fundamentalist projects have made proactive use of these multiple spaces.
14 Most recently, reactions to the government's Prevent agenda have oscillated between left / anti-racist critiques that focus on the power of the state and its securitarian agenda that not only extends the authoritarian arm of the state but also mobilises concerns about terrorism towards anti-immigration policies and racist sentiments [see Kundnani, 2007; McGhee, 2010] 
Why Feminist Dissent?
We believe that the task of Feminist Dissent is now more challenging than ever. We find that in contrast to dominant academic and international NGO-driven work, progressive movements on the ground often have stronger analyses of fundamentalism, and seek to combat its influence and impact, as well as seek to highlight progressive interpretations of religion and engender changes in religious, state and cultural institutions (Zia, 2011) . After all, feminist activists, whether in India or Nigeria or Turkey, or in Latin American countries, in their activism have historically embraced ideas of freedom, secularism and rights and have a much more nuanced understanding and navigation of the terrain of colonialism, racism and rights than often seen in the West. They ask the question:
are we to cede all of these ideas to Western imperialism? We argue that the history of anti-colonial struggles in fact has been precisely that-to wrench these concepts from their European moorings and to re-signify them for anti-colonialist and progressive aims. As such, a key aim of Feminist Dissent is to query the gap between academic and activist work, and to ask crucial questions about why such a gap exists.
We call it Feminist Dissent because as feminists we dissent both from the fundamentalist and neo-liberal political forces seeking to control our worlds today, but also from large strands within dominant theory and activism, Chitra Nagarajan is an activist who has worked to promote and protect human rights, particularly those of women, in China, the United Kingdom, the United States and west Africa. She currently works to build peace in Nigeria. She writes a blog based on her work and activism.
